As the second issue of the JDR CTR goes to press, I am reminded that the ultimate goal of our research is to improve the health and well-being of the population. We do this in various ways:
1. We identify and study specific areas of interest in oral health; infection and cancer are the disease conditions of upmost importance. 2. We train younger investigators to move health science research forward. 3. We synthesize and translate the evidence for decision makers so that they can use it to provide appropriate care to the population.
Investigating Important Topics
Caries and periodontal disease are the most prevalent and destructive conditions in the oral cavity. A variety of research is being carried out on these infectious processes, with investigations that focus on etiology, prevention, diagnosis, and treatment. The sequelae of these diseases prompt additional lines of inquiry, including restorative approaches, materials, costs, and patient management.
In this issue, we present 5 reports on caries-related topics: 2 of these focus on risk assessment, and the others relate to prevention, diagnosis, and treatment.
Childhood caries risk assessment is addressed in an original report by Chaffee et al. Using the recommended CAMBRA risk assessment tool, these authors found that the strongest predictor of future caries is still evidence of previous caries. In an invited commentary, Hajishengallis et al. suggest that combining microbiome and salivary analyses with clinical and behavioral risk assessments (like the CAMBRA) will increase predictive accuracy. This could be particularly important for those who show no evidence of caries in the previous 3 years. Prospective studies are needed to test this combined approach for its efficacy, feasibility, and cost-effectiveness.
The Marshman et al. qualitative study provides rich information about prevention, specifically concerning the behavioral and environmental issues that parents confront in toothbrushing activities with their children. These findings provide us with a more comprehensive understanding of the barriers faced by parents, and this information can be used to develop targeted approaches to enhance the oral hygiene of young children.
Winand et al. carried out a metaanalysis on 2 common diagnostic digital imaging technologies, revealing that neither was adequately sensitive to detect interproximal caries; thus, the authors suggest that clinicians should continue to rely on the results of their clinical examinations. Finally, Fung et al. describe a study in which they tested different concentrations and numbers of occasions of silver diamine fluoride application in arresting dentinal decay. Using these results, along with other published evidence, decision makers will be better able to determine the frequency and quantity that will be most beneficial for their patients.
From these reports, it is clear that there remain many questions related to caries and its sequelae that require research.
Training Young Investigators
The supervisor-student relationship can be unremarkable, fraught with difficulties, or filled with gratification. In the latter case, it can evolve into a mentorship that offers enormous fulfillment for everyone involved. Those of us in academics have the extraordinary and challenging responsibility of supervising graduate students. Along with providing opportunities, our responsibility is also to guide, to challenge and support, to motivate, and to assist our trainees in focusing their thinking and enable them to consider issues from unique and varied perspectives. On occasion, these mentoring relationships grow into lifelong collaborations and friendships that are profound and gratifying. Professor Aubrey Sheiham embraced this role and was a beloved mentor to many. In this issue, one of his former PhD trainees, Professor Belinda Nicolau, shares her memories, recounting how his guidance and encouragement had a major impact on her life and work.
Synthesizing and Translating the Evidence
We know that proper decision making requires the consideration of more than one piece of evidence. Although we are attempting to train our undergraduate dental students and clinicians to assess the literature, we realize that few of our graduates will have all of the necessary skills to do so comprehensively. Furthermore, even with these skills, the present model of care (with the majority of clinicians' working hours in direct patient contact) does not allow adequate time for a practitioner to carry out complete assessments of the evidence. Therefore, it is our responsibility to provide decision makers with this essential information. One way that we can do this is through health technology assessment.
Health technology assessment (HTA) is "a multidisciplinary process that summarizes information about the medical, social, economic and ethical issues related to the use of a health technology in a systematic, transparent, unbiased, robust manner" (European Network for Health Technology Assessment 2016); such reports inform decision makers at all levels. Oral health technology assessment (OHTA) is this process applied to technologies that are relevant to the field of oral health. "A health technology is defined as an intervention that may be used to promote health, to prevent, diagnose or treat acute or chronic disease, or for rehabilitation. Health technologies include pharmaceuticals, devices, procedures and organizational systems used in health care" (International Network of Agencies for Health Technology Assessment 2016).
OHTA reports are presently the most comprehensive method that we have at our disposal to synthesize and translate research evidence in oral health to decision makers. The OHTA report in this issue (Verma et al.) provides a thorough evaluation of the use of phentolamine to reduce the length of time that soft tissue remains anesthetized following dental procedures. Whether or not the topic of this particular report is of direct interest to your research, it is important to examine and understand the methodological approaches used in this and other OHTA reports.
We train our graduate students on how to choose the most relevant and important topics to examine and to carefully consider which methodology (or methodologies) will be most appropriate to answer these research questions. Our mandate now is to train our students (and ourselves) about how to synthesize our findings with those from other related studies, using rigorous and comprehensive approaches, such as OHTA. In this way, we can maximize our unique position to make a significant and positive impact on the health and well-being of the population.
